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Anti-deficit Perspectives on
Institutional Diversity Efforts

Dr. EJ Edney

Overview
• Defining Anti-deficit Framework (what and why)
• My journey to anti-deficit thinking
• Exploring the origins of deficit-based approaches
• Comparing deficit and anti-deficit approaches
• Leveraging anti-deficit approaches to make an impact
• Q&A

Defining Anti-Deficit Framework

Anti-deficit framework
An approach to understanding achievement developed from theories in
education, sociology, psychology, gender studies, and education to
better understand Black male success in college. This theory inverts
questions that are commonly asked about disadvantage,
underrepresentation, and underperformance.

Why Develop an Anti-Deficit Lens?

Why Develop an Anti-Deficit Lens?
• How we understand and identify problems affects the questions we
ask.
• The questions we ask affect the answers we will get.
• Having an anti-deficit mindset when relating to community members
(students, colleagues (from different demographic backgrounds/areas
of study), community members outside the institution, etc.) helps us
to ask the right questions and engage effectively in work that
promotes equity.
• Equity-minded work builds capacity for equity-minded work.

Exploring the origins of
deficit-based approaches

Exploring the Origins of Cultural Deficit
Theory
• In the 1960’s Cultural Deficit Theory > Genetic Theorists.
• Holds that an Individual’s cultural or economic environment is
“depraved and deprived”
• The person is deemed lacking the elements necessary to “achieve the
behavior rules” needed to academically succeed (Hess & Shipman,
1965).
• Asserts it “impossible for” culturally deprived students “to progress in
academic areas” (1966).
• Changes behaviors, but not learning.

My journey to Anti-Deficit Mindset
• “Wellspring of freedom”, “Ladder of opportunity”, “Great equalizer”,
“balance-wheel of social machinery” – Man (1848);
• “So that all may learn” (WMU)
• African American male enrollment is about the same as 1976 – Farmer & Hope
(2015)
• African American male retention trails other demographic groups nationally &
locally

•

Why do so few pursue STEM degrees?

•

Why are they so underprepared for college-level math and science courses?

•

Why are their grades and other indicators of academic achievement
disproportionately lower than those of their White and Asian American
counterparts?

•

Why do so many change their majors to non-STEM fields?

•

Why do so few continue on to graduate degree programs in STEM?

What do these questions tell
us about the minoritized
students who are
successful?

• Analyzed data from the National Black Male College Achievement Study
• NBMCAS included data from: Public research universities, highly selective
private research universities, private & public historically Black colleges and
universities, liberal arts colleges, and comprehensive state universities
• N = 219 Black males at 42 different colleges

Comparing Deficit and Anti-deficit
Frameworks: How do we ask better
questions?

Deficit-Based Perspective example in
community health
• Begins work with communities by "needs assessments" that identify problems and
focus on the weaknesses of communities.
• This perspective has a way of reinforcing the idea that "the problem" should be
the focus of attention.
• This continual focus on "the problem" may lead to a widespread belief about the
individuals, organization, or community being depressed, burned out,
dysfunctional, just filled with problems—all of which makes the initial situation
even worse.
• The implication here is that something is wrong and there is a specific solution
that the individual or community needs in order to overcome that problem.
• This is particularly helpful for acute and straightforward problems like a broken
leg.
• More abstract and complex community-level concerns (like community health),
this tends to not work as well.

Issue #1: Help Comes Too Late
• Programs that result from deficit-based research often wait until a
problem has already become deep-rooted
• This preempts earlier intervention and/or prevention.

Issue #2: Fosters Dependency
• Lead to a dependency on outside support for healing rather than
allowing for self-sustaining programs over time.
• Individuals and communities require those outside resources for
extended periods of time and may become reliant upon that external
source.
• This presents challenges to sustainability (Issue #3)

Issue #4: Emotional Fatigue
• Perpetual focus on the problems of the community can lead a
community to see themselves through the lens of being in “poor
health” and defined by their shortcomings.
• As a result, the rest of the world perceives this as truth and this
narrative becomes ubiquitous/self-fulfilling.
• This makes it difficult to drive sustainable change.

Strength-Based Perspective example in
community health
• Focuses on what assets an individual or community has and seeks to
maximize them in order to promote health.
• Assumes that all individuals have existing strengths and the capacity
to solve their own problems.
• Does not ignore the very real and sometimes very large problems that
exist within people’s lives, but enables the individual or community to
discover new strengths on an ongoing basis.
• Empowers a positive self-identity and resilient thought processes that
help individuals problem-solve when facing some sort of struggle.

Benefit #1: Externalizes the Problem
• Suggest that the individual or community is being impacted by a
problem.
• Removes the blame, responsibility, and shaming that tends to hold
people back from building skills.
• Allows us to examine all the factors that have an impact on
community health and appreciate the true complexity of the
problem.

Benefit #2: Empowerment
• Gives communities more confidence in the face of challenges.
• Individuals and communities see other strengths that they didn’t
previously view as strengths.

Benefit #3: Capacity Building
• Building the skills, tools, and thought processes that help
communities to be successful in their journeys of living well is a
lifelong process that is never achieved.
• Instilling a growth mindset can help individuals and groups continue
to innovate, improve, and build their own structures of support over
time.
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Why Develop an Anti-Deficit Lens?

What does it mean to be seen as a problem that
needs to be fixed Vs being seen as an asset,
investment, and or a integral part of the whole?

In Pursuit of Better Questions
Cultural capital and social capital theories (Bourdieu, 1986, 1987):
• Deficit: Enumerate barriers to success like: lack prior exposure to high-level science
instruction, cutting-edge technologies, sophisticated lab equipment, and insider knowledge
shared among family members who have taken college-level STEM courses
• Asset-Minded: Elucidate how minority students from lower-income and working-class
backgrounds, cultivate meaningful and value-added relationships with STEM faculty and
professionally well-connected others in their fields.
Critical race theory (Harper, 2009; Solórzano and Yosso, 2002; Yosso, 2005):
• Deficit: Relying on deficit-laden reinforcements of minority student underachievement from
the education and social science literature.
• Anti-deficit: Recognizes students of color as experts on their experiential realities and
empowers them to offer counternarratives concerning their success in STEM fields

In Pursuit of Better Questions
Stereotype threat theory (Steele, 1997; Steele and Aronson, 1995):
• Deficit: Asks questions that further examine how racist stereotypes have a negative effect on
minority student performance in STEM courses
• Anti-deficit: Asks questions that provide insights into strategies these students employ to
resist the internalization of discouraging misconceptions and respond productively to
stereotypes they encounter on campus.
Self-efficacy theory (Bandura, 1997):
• Deficit: Routinely asking why some students of color struggle to perform well in college-level
science and math.
• Anti-deficit: Seeks to understand how achievers develop science identities, how their
confidence in specific science- and math related tasks is developed, and how recognition of
competence in certain tasks leads to various forms of achievement in others.

In Pursuit of Better Questions
Attribution theory (Weiner, 1985):
• Deficit: Continually having participants identify all the barriers to persistence and
success.
• Anti-deficit: Having minority STEM achievers to name the persons, resources,
experiences, and opportunities to which they attribute their achievements.
Campus ecology theories (Moos, 1986; Strange and Banning, 2001):
• Deficit: Repeatedly documenting how few minority persons are in STEM.
• Anti-deficit: Explain how a student of color who is one of few non-White persons in
her or his major manages to thrive and negotiate environments that are culturally
foreign, unresponsive, politically complex, and overwhelmingly White.

In Pursuit of Better Questions
Theories on college student retention (Swail, Redd, and Perna, 2003; Tinto, 1993):
• Deficit: concentrating on the social, academic and cognitive, financial, and institutional
barriers to persistence.
• Anti-deficit: Exploring the undercurrents of retention in STEM and factors that keep students
of color enrolled through degree attainment.
Possible selves theory (Markus and Nurius, 1986; Oyserman, Grant, and Ager, 1995):
• Deficit: Surveying those who dropped out the STEM pipeline to find out more about why
they left.
• Anti-deficit: Takes account of which experiences afford STEM persisters opportunities to
envision themselves in future long-term careers as chemists, mechanical engineers, math
professors, and so on.

Better Questions

Better Questions

A Framework for Better Questions

Leveraging Anti-deficit Approaches
to Make an Impact

Beverly Tatum’s ABCs – Affirm Identities
• Who am I?
• What will I be?
• With whom will I be associated?
• Who do my parents and peers say I am?
• What message is reflected back to me in the faces and voices of my teachers?
My neighbors? The store clerks?
• What do I learn from the media about myself?
• How am I represented in the cultural images around me? Or am I missing
from the picture altogether?

Beverly Tatum’s ABCs – Build Community
• Affirming identity is a prerequisite for building community.
• It is not contradictory to community, but…
• Sometimes students from dominant groups (i.e., whites, males, Christians,
heterosexuals) begin to feel left out from diversity efforts and may need help
seeing that there is still a place for them in a pluralistic community.

Beverly Tatum’s ABCs – Cultivate Leaders
• Campuses are increasingly diverse and inherently competitive.
• Are we providing the tools needed for democratic participation and
leadership in the twenty-first century?
• Shifting demographics and social movements have required innovative DEI
responses.
• Employers want employees who are culturally competent
• Will our leaders perpetuate or innovate?

Damon Williams’ - 5 Considerations to Drive
DEI Change
• Develop an orientation to questioning the world
• Ask questions that lead to meaningful; equitable; asset informed change.

• Find solutions where they exist
• Search literature, relationships, seek out and bring ideas to the effort.

• Operate with a bias toward action
• Try things, experiment to see what works, scale what works.

• Cultivate and incentivize innovation
• Surround yourself with innovators through collaboration and PD.

• Have courage
• Make cultural competence part of the leadership framework.
• Leading and following in diverse teams requires courage to confront internal and
external barriers to inclusive excellence

Diversity Plans Can’t Breathe without AIIR:
Building a High-Caliber Diversity Initiative
• Accountability
• Create accountability systems that are felt up, down, and across the
institution.
• Set clear goals tied to strategies, metrics, and stories of impact.
• Share across the organization at every level.

• Infrastructure
• Campus diversity infrastructure must include a diversity plan that is activated
campus-wide.
• Senior leadership must prioritizes diversity in their budget and policies.
• Build lateral and vertical support systems the effort and ensure accountability
and sustainability.

Diversity Plans Can’t Breathe without AIIR:
Building a High-Caliber Diversity Initiative
• Incentives
• Actualizing implementation and incentivizing leaders to get involved is
imperative.
• Accountability techniques : push techniques to drive the diversity and
inclusion effort forward :: incentive systems : pull techniques designed to
create symbolic and entrepreneurial energy to drive change.

• Resources
• Every diversity plan requires resources to be successful.
• Leaders must make financial investments, to launch new or stronger diversity
efforts.
• Ex: reallocating budgets, developing fundraising initiatives, and reallocating
money towards diversity that may have been earmarked for another area.

Making an IMPACT on your department
• Remember, Infrastructure and accountability are paramount.
• Collect Baseline and Historical Data to understand the nature and scope of potential
equity issues.
• Interpret data with help from campus partners
• Create a task force that will be responsible for aligning policies and practices with the
IMPACT framework.
• Using the data collected in your departmental equity audit, identify and prioritize policies
and practices that are potentially creating inequities within your department.
• Analyze the policies and practices based on the urgency with which they need to be
updated or modified and strategize the change process.
• Make the necessary changes to the selected policies and practices
• Reflect on your work and repeat steps 3 & 4 for the next set of prioritized policies and
practices.

Impacts of Anti-deficit Framing

Impact within Learning Environment
Student Diversity
• Superadditivity - the more complex a problem, the greater the benefit of diversity.
• Students value teaching that recognizes their individual academic and social identities and that
addresses their particular learning needs and interests. (Hockings, et al., 2010)
• Perception of Value
• The development of a student’s competence, self-efficacy, sense of autonomy, and connections to
faculty, staff, and peers are associated with lifelong well-being, high performance, and deep learning
(Deci & Ryan, 2008).
• Self efficacy
• Increased engagement with diverse peers in the classroom is connected to increased intellectual
ability, social ability, and civic interests (Haslerig, et al., 2013)
• Sense of Belonging

Anti-deficit Framing in Action

An Anti-deficit perspective on URM
Recruiting/support programs
• Attribution theory
• Deficit: Continually having participants identify all the barriers to
persistence and success.
• Anti-deficit: Having minority achievers to connect future students to the
persons, resources, experiences, and opportunities to which they
attribute their achievements.
• Men of Color Initiative and possible selves
• Deficit: Surveying those who dropped out of the pipeline to find out
more about why they left.
• Anti-deficit: Takes account of which experiences afford
persisters opportunities to envision themselves in future long-term
careers.

Teaching and Learning
Consider Anti-Deficit Attribution Theory in Gateway Courses:
• Examine relationship between instructor of record and student
success outcomes (immediate and long-term)
• Examine the pedagogy, course material, and other teaching
practices that is generating student success and connection.
Improve DFW rates through pedagogy

Strategic Planning
• Conduct comprehensive analysis of barriers to equity.
• Examine the behaviors, attributes, affiliations, etc. of successful
students in order to approximate their efficacy.

Questions?

Follow up with me!

LinkedIn

EJ Edney
Assistant Vice Chancellor for Diversity and
Inclusion
Ejedney@gmail.com
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